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(57) ABSTRACT 

An endless roller chain conveyor of the over/under type 
supporting carriers or pallets Which independently travel 
along the horizontal runs of the conveyor upon demand, 
While the roller chain is alloWed to continuously run at a 
constant speed. The chains are commercially available 
multi-strand roller chain. The carriers or pallets may be 
stopped and held along the horizontal runs of the conveyor 
(both top and bottom) using mechanically driven stop 
assemblies located at required load, unload, holdback, or 
Workstation positions assigned to the particular application. 
The carriers or pallets are driven on the roller chains by Way 
of guide sprockets, alignment bars, and support rollers. The 
guide sprockets are attached to an adjustable clutch assem 
bly of the type, Which alloWs for adjustment of the rolling 
resistance to accommodate the particular load requirements 
of the speci?c application for a particular machine. When 
the carriers or pallets are too short for the designated load to 
be placed upon them, then often the carrier or pallets Will 
need to be linked or joined together to provide a surface of 
sufficient length to accommodate the load. The conveyor, 
When this feature is required, shall automatically couple 
carriers or pallets together for the loaded side of the con 
veyor and alloW for the pallets to be uncoupled during 
transport around the terminal ends and the empty return side 
of the conveyor. 

14 Claims, 4 Drawing Sheets 
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CONVEYOR ASSEMBLY WITH PALLET 
COUPLING 

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED 
APPLICATIONS 

This application claims the bene?t of US. provisional 
application Serial No. 60/194,654 ?led Apr. 4, 2000. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

1. Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates to a conveyor assembly and 
a method of conveying pallets in Which the pallets have the 
ability to couple together in groups of tWo or more for 
accepting product of greater length than the individual 
pallets, and the ability to uncouple for transporting at the 
terminal ends of the conveyor. 

2. Background Art 
In order to carry items Which are larger than a single 

pallet, prior art conveyor assembly designs rely upon per 
manent linking or hinging of carrier or pallets by a variety 
of types of link bars, Which create a permanent grouping of 
carriers or pallets to carry the large items. This method can 
be problematic With conveyor designs requiring friction 
type terminal transfer of the pallets (i.e., pallet drive mecha 
nisms Which require static frictional engagement of surfaces 
to move the pallets along the chain, and around the sprockets 
at terminal ends of the chain). As the Weight of the pallets 
increases due to the siZe of each pallet and the attached 
tooling or nest ?xtures, as Well as the hinging of multiple 
pallets, the subject Wear of those designs relying upon 
friction becomes critical. When Wear occurs, the pallets may 
slip When traveling around the terminal end of the chain 
drive, Which may result in “slamming” of pallets traveling 
from top to bottom, and pallets not having sufficient friction 
to travel through the terminal end to raise the pallet from the 
loWer level to the upper level of the chain drive mechanism. 

Accordingly, it is desirable to provide an improved con 
veyor system in Which large products may be transported 
along the conveyor system, and in Which the Weight sup 
ported by the friction drive mechanisms is reduced to 
prevent slipping of pallets around the terminal ends of the 
chain drives. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

It is an object of this invention to overcome the limitations 
of the prior designs and provide the user of the invention the 
ability to couple pallets When the product being transported 
over the conveyor demands so, but alloWing the pallets to be 
uncoupled during other operations of the conveyor. The 
invention eliminates the concern of linkage binding and 
alloWs for more ?exibility in design. Such ?exibility 
includes the option of carrying parts Which may require 
single pallets or varying numbers of coupled pallets on 
demand of the control system. 

The carrier or pallets are ?tted With sprockets Which 
provide resistance to the chains by means of adjustable 
clutches and alignment bars Which prevent skeWing of the 
carrier or pallets beyond an acceptable tolerance. The 
sprockets are engaged on the bottom side of the upper 
multi-strand roller chain and the alignment bars are riding on 
the top side of the upper multi-strand roller chain. 

The multi-strand roller chain is driven by a pair of drive 
sprockets located at the drive end of the conveyor. At the 
opposing end of the conveyor similar sprockets act as idler 
and/or take up sprockets to alloW for proper tensioning of the 
multi-strand roller chain. 
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2 
Attached to each sprocket is a disc containing rollers of 

like type and material as the multi-strand roller chain. The 
disc maintains a matching pitch of the driven and the idler 
sprockets. The distance betWeen the circumferential pitch 
diameter of either type of sprocket and the roller disc is such 
to alloW for the carrier or pallet sprocket to become 
“trapped” betWeen the tWo during the transfer around the 
terminal ends of the conveyor. 
The alignment bars on either side of the carrier or pallet 

maintain correct orientation of the carrier or pallet during the 
engagement of the sprockets in the terminal transitions. 

Pallet groups Which require coupling to provide a longer 
pallet “train” Will be ?tted With coupling hardWare to alloW 
for the automatic coupling of groups of pallets at the loading 
stop of the conveyor. 
The lead pallet in each group of pallets to be coupled has 

a pair of coupling pivot arms attached to the underside of the 
pallet top. The pallets folloWing (those intended for 
coupling) are ?tted With a receiving plate Which engage With 
the pivot arm on contact in the load stop station and cause 
the coupling of the pallets. This coupling may continue for 
any number of pallets, provided that there is suf?cient length 
at the stop station. 

In another embodiment, the pivot arms are spring-loaded. 
After coupling up and releasing, the group Will travel as 

one along the length of the conveyor unless stopped by 
another pallet (creating an accumulation of pallets) or When 
encountering a stop. 
The group may be kept coupled by the use of a keeper rail 

running the length of the conveyor, Which traps the pivot 
arm large roller and thus prevents the inadvertent release of 
any single pallet from the train. 
When the coupled group of pallets is stopped at the unload 

station, the group remains coupled together. After being 
released, the pallets advance. As they do, the pallet pivot 
arms individually disengage as they roll over a decoupling 
ramp. After the pallets are decoupled, each Will act as an 
independent pallet at the terminal transfers as Well as the 
empty return of the conveyor. 
The above object and other objects, features and advan 

tages of the invention are readily apparent from the folloW 
ing detailed description of the best modes for carrying out 
the invention When taken in connection With the accompa 
nying draWings. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a side elevation vieW of an over/under chain 
driven accumulating pallet conveyor according to the 
present invention; 

FIG. 2 is a sectional vieW of the drive terminal end of the 
conveyor shoWn in FIG. 1; 

FIG. 3 is a partial side vieW of linked pallets on the 
conveyor of FIG. 2, and illustrates the pallet pivot arm and 
the pallet coupling engagement plate; 

FIG. 4 is an enlarged end vieW taken from FIG. 2 and 
illustrating the pivot arm large Wheel trap channel; 

FIG. 5 is an enlarged side vieW of the channel uncoupling 
ramps taken from FIG. 3; 

FIG. 6 shoW a top elevational vieW and a side vieW, 
respectively, of pivot arms and receiving targets of adjacent 
pallets according to a second embodiment of the invention; 
and 

FIG. 7 shoW a top elevational vieW and a side vieW, 
respectively, of pivot arms and receiving targets of adjacent 
pallets of a third embodiment of the invention. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENT(S) 

In the following detailed description, certain speci?c 
terminology Will be employed for the sake of clarity and 
particular embodiments in accordance With 35 USC §112, 
but it is understood that the same is not intended to be 
limiting and should not be so construed inasmuch as the 
invention is capable of taking many forms and variations 
Within the scope of the appended claims. 

Referring to the draWings, FIGS. 1—2 illustrate a conveyor 
10 according to the present invention Which includes the 
conveyor side frames 11A, 11B, multi-strand roller chain 
support and guide rails 12A, 12B, conveyor cross members 
13, multi-strand roller chain 14, roller chain sprockets 15A, 
15B, shafts 22A, 22B, and pallet assemblies 16. If the pallets 
move across the upper guide rail 12A from left to right as 
vieWed in FIG. 1, the sprocket 15B is considered the 
terminal end of the conveyor. The sprocket 15A is the drive 
sprocket and the sprocket 15B is the driven sprocket. The 
conveyor 10 also includes loading station 8 and an unload 
ing station 9, Where the pallets are loaded and unloaded, 
respectively. 

Each of the roller chain guide rails 12A, 12B incorporate 
a runner bar 17A, 17B upon Which the pallet guide rollers 18 
travel along the horiZontal runs of the conveyor. The Wheels 
18 transport the majority of Weight load of the pallet, Which 
reduces the carrying load of the multi-strand roller chain 14. 

Refer to FIG. 3 for a detailed illustration of a ?rst 
embodiment of the pallet pivot arm assemblies 23 and the 
engagement plates 24. This Figure shoWs a train of linked 
pallets P, Wherein the pivot arms 23 are coupled to the 
engagement plates 24. 

Refer to FIG. 4 for a detailed illustration of the pivot arm 
Wheel capture channels 25A of the ?rst embodiment. 

Refer to FIG. 5 for a detailed illustration of the pivot arm 
Wheel capture channels and the decoupling ramps 26 of the 
?rst embodiment. The Wheel 23B engages the ramp 26A for 
decoupling of adjacent pallets P, as described beloW. 

Refer to FIGS. 6a and b for a detailed illustration of the 
pallet pivot arm assemblies 23‘ and the engagement plates 
24‘ of a second embodiment. 

Refer to FIG. 7 for a detailed illustration of pallet pivot 
arm assemblies 23“ and engagement plates 24“ of a third 
embodiment, Wherein the pivot arms are engaged by spring 
bias, rather than by gravity. 
As the pallet assemblies 16 are entering the terminal end 

of the conveyor 10, the clutch/sprocket assemblies 19 are 
engaged in the multi-strand roller chain 14 and become 
entrapped betWeen the roller chain 14 and the roller disc 21 
assembly. 

The action of the individual sprocket teeth on the sprocket 
assembly 19 With the roller 21C riding in the pin 21B Which 
is contained in the disc body 21A is a rolling motion Which 
maintains positive engagement of the sprocket assembly 19, 
While minimiZing the Wear of the sprocket, roller disc and 
chain. 

The design of the roller disc 21 establishes a rolling 
contact during the engagement of the sprocket 19 assembly 
because of the matched pitch diameters of the compliment 
ing units. 

The drive 15A and idler sprockets 15B and the compli 
mentary roller disc assembly 21 are centered about the 
centerline of their respective shafts 22A, 22B to maintain the 
concentric relationship to one another as Well as matching 
the pitch diameters of each radial about the centerline. 
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The clutch/sprocket assemblies 19 alloWs the pallet to 

travel at the chain travel rate on the multi-strand roller chain 
14 as the clutch provides rolling resistance on the sprocket 
engaged in the roller chain 14. This action Will continue until 
either a stop is energiZed or a proceeding pallet stops and 
requires that accumulation is necessary. In either case, the 
clutch assembly alloWs sufficient slippage With regard to the 
sprocket that the chain 14 freeWheels beneath the guide bar 
20 and the sprocket 19A. 
When pallets are required to be coupled, the lead pallet of 

each group is stopped at the load stop station 8. When the 
folloWing pallet enters the station, upon contact With the ?rst 
pallet, the lead pallet pivot arm assemblies 23 encroach upon 
the second pallet’s engagement plate 24 causing the roller 
23A to ride up the lead ramp 24A of the engagement plate 
24 and, as acted upon by gravity, the roller 23A falls into the 
curved slot 24D of the plate 24. 

In the second embodiment of FIGS. 6a and 6b, the pivot 
arm 23‘ rides up the lead ramp 24A‘ and falls into the curved 
slot 24D‘ of the plate 24‘. 

In the ?rst embodiment, the pivot arm 23 is comprised of 
the small roller 23A, the large guide roller 23B, the pivot 
arm 23C, the pivot arm bushing 23D, the roller retainer 
clips, and mounting hardWare. 

In the third embodiment of FIGS. 7a and 7b, upon 
engagement With the ?rst pallet, the lead pallet assemblies 
23“ open horiZontally against the second pallet’s engage 
ment plate 24“ causing the pivot arm to ride up the lead ramp 
24D“ of the engagement plate 24“ and as acted upon by 
spring tension of the pivot arm spring 23A fall into the slot 
of the plate 24“. 

After the pallets are coupled (more individual units may 
be coupled depending on the required overall length) the 
stop is released and the coupled group is alloWed to travel 
along the length of the conveyor 10. 

In the ?rst embodiment, the sleeve 25 forms a channel 
25A to trap the roller 23B during the transport along 
conveyor 10. This channel prevents the pallets from uncou 
pling. 

At the end of travel in the ?rst embodiment, the pallets are 
released at the unload stop Where Wheel 23B travels to an 
opening 35 in channel 25A betWeen the lip 37 and the ramp 
26A and decouple as they are lifted on ramp 26A Which 
automatically decouples the pallets alloWing the pallets to 
act as single units until the process is repeated. 

In the second embodiment, the pallets decouple as the side 
lugs 31‘ (shoWn in FIG. 6a) of the pivot arms are lifted on 
the ramp 26‘. 

In the third embodiment shoWn in FIGS. 7a and 7b, the 
pallets are released at the unload stop Where they travel and 
decouple as the side lugs 33“ of the pivot arms 23“ ride onto 
ramps Which automatically decouple the pallets. 
The center of each pallet contains a centering guide bar 27 

Which is used in conjunction With either load or unload 
rollers 28 Which are attached to the stop frames 29. These 
rollers ensure that the pallets are securely centered in the 
stop stations requiring the most closely toleranced position 
ing of the pallets. This guide bar 27 could be eliminated by 
the use of a v-groove roller for maintaining pallet position 
mg. 

While embodiments of the invention have been illustrated 
and described, it is not intended that these embodiments 
illustrate and describe all possible forms of the invention. 
Rather, the Words used in the speci?cation are Words of 
description rather than limitation, and it is understood that 
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various changes may be made Without departing from the 
spirit and scope of the invention, as de?ned in the appended 
claims. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A conveyor assembly comprising: 
an endless chain engaged With a drive sprocket and a 

driven sprocket, said chain con?gured to move a plu 
rality of pallets along guide rails; 

each said pallet including a pivot arm selectively engage 
able by gravity With an attachment feature on an 
adjacent pallet for coupling pallets, and selectively 
detachable from the attachment feature by engagement 
With a release ramp. 

2. The conveyor assembly of claim 1, Wherein said 
attachment feature comprises a slot formed in an engage 
ment plate on the adjacent pallet. 

3. The conveyor assembly of claim 2, Wherein said pivot 
arm includes a roller Which rides up an engagement plate 
ramp on the engagement plate of the adjacent pallet to 
facilitate engagement of the roller into the slot When pallets 
contact each other on the conveyor assembly. 

4. The conveyor assembly of claim 2, Wherein said pivot 
arm includes a Wheel engageable With the release ramp on 
a stationary sleeve to pivot the pivot arm for automatically 
decoupling pallets. 

5. The conveyor assembly of claim 4, Wherein said sleeve 
forms a channel to capture the Wheel and prevent decou 
pling. 

6. The conveyor assembly of claim 5, Wherein the sleeve 
forms an opening to release the Wheel adjacent the ramp on 
the stationary sleeve. 

7. The conveyor assembly of claim 4, Wherein said ramp 
on the stationary sleeve is positioned near the one of said 
sprockets at a terminal end of the conveyor assembly so that 
the pallets automatically decouple before the pallets travel 
around said one of the sprockets before returning the length 
of the conveyor. 

8. The conveyor of claim 1, Wherein said pallets are 
moved by clutch sprockets secured to each pallet. 

9. A method of conveying pallets along an endless chain 
on a conveyor assembly betWeen ?rst and second sprockets, 
comprising: 

engaging each pallet to the chain With a clutch sprocket 
Which is carried by the pallet for selective coupling and 
decoupling of the pallets With respect to the chain; 
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providing a pivot arm and an attachment feature at 

opposing ends of each pallet so that each pivot arm is 
selectively engageable With an attachment feature on an 
adjacent pallet for linking together adjacent pallets; and 

automatically detaching each pivot arm from a respective 
attachment feature of the adjacent pallets as the pallets 
approach a terminal end of the conveyor assembly so 
that each pallet travels individually around the sprocket 
at the terminal end of the conveyor assembly. 

10. The method of claim 9, further comprising: 

providing a Wheel at a distal end of each pivot arm; and 

trapping each Wheel in a channel as the pallets travel 
betWeen the ?rst and second sprockets to prevent 
decoupling of adjacent linked pallets. 

11. The method of claim 10, Wherein said step of provid 
ing a pivot arm and attachment feature at opposing ends of 
each pallet comprises providing a pivot arm With a roller at 
a distal end and Wherein the attachment feature comprises a 
slot con?gured to receive the roller. 

12. The method of claim 9, Wherein said step of auto 
matically detaching each pivot arm comprises; 

providing a release ramp near the sprocket at the terminal 
end of the conveyor assembly; and 

engaging a distal end of the pivot arm With the ramp to 
detach the pivot arm from the respective attachment 
feature as the pallets approach the terminal end. 

13. A conveyor assembly comprising: 
an endless chain engaged With a drive sprocket and a 

driven sprocket, said chain con?gured to move a plu 
rality of pallets along guide rails; 

each pallet including a pivot arm having a roller Which is 
selectively engageable With a slot formed in an engage 
ment plate on an adjacent pallet for selectively coupling 
and decoupling adjacent pallets; and 

Wherein each pivot arm includes a Wheel engageable With 
a release ramp on a stationary sleeve to pivot the pivot 
arm for automatically decoupling the pallets. 

14. The conveyor assembly of claim 13, Wherein said 
stationary sleeve forms a channel to capture the Wheel and 
prevent decoupling as each pallet travels along the conveyor 
prior to engagement With said release ramp. 

* * * * * 


